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Web-Based Conferencing in MIS Courses
Myles Stern, Wayne State University, m.stern@wayne.edu

Abstract
The nature of Web-based conferencing

Web-based conferences are used in “telecommunications and computer networks” courses. The Web
conference permits participation at a time and place
convenient for the student, rather than requiring all
participants to be logged into a “chat room” simultaneously. The Web conference provides threaded discussion
capabilities. Students found the Web conference
enjoyable and easy to use, although they found little
specific benefit for understanding the course material and
completing a team project assignment. While the
WebBoard software is easy to set up and access, it lacks
some administrative features found in earlier computer
conferencing software. Overall, Web conferencing is a
valuable addition to a traditional course and could
enhance the learning environment in a totally Web-based
course.

WebBoard, and similar conferencing software
packages, provide store-and-forward conferencing.
Participants may read material, and enter topics for
discussion and replies to topics entered by others,
whenever they access the conference. This approach is
far different from a chat room where all active
participants must be logged on simultaneously. The
asynchronous nature of the Web conference allows
students to participate both where and when they find it
convenient to do so. Additionally, WebBoard supports
threaded conferences where a participant can reply to any
topic or previous reply. In contrast, a linear conference
permits comments to be added only at the end of a
discussion (Alwang, 1998).
Participants can access the conference, using virtually
any Web browser, by pointing to the conference’s Web
address (i.e., the “URL”). During the first session, the
student chooses a user name and a password. After
logging on, the participant sees a screen similar to the
Windows 95/98 menu structure, with the headings for all
the topics that have been entered into the conference and
the name of the participant who entered each one. If there
have been responses to a topic, a plus sign appears to the
left of the topic. Clicking on the plus sign brings the
headings for all responses on the topic into view. The
right-hand side of the screen shows the full text of the
topic and its responses.

During the past few years, interest has grown
dramatically in offering academic courses on the World
Wide Web. Indeed, many instructors now make course
materials -- including syllabi, lecture notes, assigned
readings, and lecture presentations -- available on the
Web. A growing number of courses are being offered
over the Web, without traditional classroom sessions.
One concern often expressed about such Web-based
instruction is how to capture the benefit of discussions
among students and the instructor. One approach with
great potential is a store-and-forward, Web-based
computer conference.

The instructor elected not to use certain advanced
capabilities of WebBoard, such as allowing hypertext
links and graphics in messages posted to the board. The
instructor feared that such features might detract from the
flow of discussion.

Web conferences are conducted in the “telecommunications and computer networks” courses within the
undergraduate (a course required of all students majoring
in MIS) and MBA (an elective course) programs in the
School of Business Administration. The software is
WebBoard 3.0 from O’Reilly (Marshall, 1998). Fifteen
percent of each student’s grade in based on his/her
participation in the Web conference. Only those
comments that are pertinent to the discipline of MIS
(though not necessarily specific to telecommunications)
receive credit. The Web conference is also used to
provide the instructor’s feedback and grades on team
project assignments. Students are asked to check the
conference at least every few days for any announcements
about changes in the class meeting schedule or reading
assignments.

Comparison with a earlier conferencing
system
For several years prior to introducing Web
conferencing in Fall Semester 1998, the instructor had
used a conferencing package called Confer II running on
the University’s IBM-compatible mainframe (Stern,
1985). Confer was dropped, mainly because the
University discontinued academic use of the mainframe.
Additionally, Confer is a character-based, line-oriented
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package; this user interface struck most students as
archaic.

In general, students enjoyed the conference (question
5), found it easy to use (7), considered it a good instructional tool (11), and thought it slightly valuable (10). Yet,
they found little specific benefit from the conference in
understanding the course material (8) or completing a
team project assignment (9). In addition to specific
responses on the questionnaire, several students
commented on periods (ranging up to three days at a time)
when the conference was unavailable (because of
problems with the server on which it was installed) and
uncertainty about the participation scores that they would
receive.

Student reactions
Because of delays in purchasing and installing the
WebBoard software, conferencing began midway through
the Fall semester. The following term, the conference
was available when classes began. At the end of that
semester, each student was asked to complete a brief
questionnaire concerning level of participation and
impressions of the value of the conference. Some results
from the survey are shown in the following table. For
each item, the mean, standard deviation, and range are
given. Thirty-nine students answered items 1-4; forty
students answered the other items.

Grading student participation
Because of the delay in setting up the conference
during the first semester of using WebBoard, students
were told that their participation score would be counted
only if it would improve their course average. At the end
of the semester, the instructor reviewed all messages
posted by each student whose grade might be improved
by the conference participation score, and assigned a
grade ranging from 0 to 10. Only about a third of the
students had their participation evaluated. This method
would have been difficult to apply if all students had been
evaluated, mainly because reviewing a large number of
messages is very cumbersome. During the second
semester of WebBoard use, the instructor assigned a score
of 0, 1, or 2 points for each instance of participation: a
new topic, a reply to a previous topic, or a series of
related replies to a single topic. Such progressive grading
was relatively easy (although time-consuming) to
administer, but some students felt that scores were based
more on their quantity of participation rather than its
quality.

1. Estimate the total number of hours you spent using the
conference. 6.90, 6.10, 1-30
Of the total time spent using the conference, what percentage was devoted to each of the following activities:
2. Reading and posting your own new topics 29.64,
22.44, 0-85
3. Reading topics and replies entered by other people
46.56, 25.88, 10-100
4. Preparing and posting your own replies to topics and
replies entered by other people 23.79, 16.47, 0-70
The following questions had responses on a 5-point scale:
(1) strongly agree, (2) agree, (3) neither agree nor
disagree, (4) disagree, (5) strongly disagree
5. Using the conference was enjoyable. 2.12, 0.76, 1-4
6. The time spent using the conference was too large
compared to the benefits received. 2.95, 0.96, 1-4

Evaluating WebBoard for instructional use
The WebBoard (version 3.0) software has both
strengths and weaknesses as a pedagogical tool. It is very
easy for participants to use, compatible with most major
Web browsers, and requires little administrative effort to
install and maintain. If students do not pay for
incremental Internet access time, they incur no cost to use
the conference.

7. The WebBoard was easy to use. 1.63, 0.59, 1-3
8. Reading topics and replies did little to improve my
understanding of the course material. 2.87, 0.99, 1-5
9. The conference was of little value in doing my work
for the team project. 3.12, 3, 2-5
10. Overall, the conference was a valuable part of this
course. 2.52, 0.88, 1-4

WebBoard lacks some administrative features present
in Confer II and some other conferencing software.
There is no way to group separate “topics” into subject
categories (Schindler, 1998), and there is no convenient
method to display all the “topics” and “replies” entered by
a specific participant. The latter feature would facilitate
grading students for their conference participation. Since
WebBoard uses a Microsoft Access or SQL Server

11. Based on my experience in this course, Web-based
conferencing is a good instructional tool. 2.17, 0.81,
1-4
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database on a Windows NT Server, programs could
possibly be written to provide this capability.
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